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ON THE FORMATION OF THE WORD SAKUNTALA 

The traces of a rare diminu-tive suffix ' la 9 in Sanskrit 

G. C‘ Tripathi 
University of Udaipur 

The name of undoubtedly the most charming and delicate female character, 
of Sanskrit literature, viz. sakuntala is, grammatically speaking, no less interesting 
It has the distinction of containing a suffix which is otherwise very rare in Sanskrit. 

It is obvious, to begin with, that the word is a compositum of — roughly 
speaking, two elements, i. e. Sakunta and la. The word ’ Sakunta is found right 
from the beginning of Indian literary history in the sense of ‘ bird 9 together with 
its different variants like sakuni, sakunti and sakuna. The last of these words has 
simply come to mean ‘ omen ' due to the reason that it was customary with several 
Indo-European and other races of ancient times to watch the flight of the birds in 
order to predict the outcome of a certain undertaking. We have a parellel cf this 
word in latin augurium which etymologically means ' watching and interpreting 
the flight of birds’ and hence ' omen 9 , 4 prophecy ’ ‘ predication *. In augurium 
one could easily discern the word avis meaning ‘ bird ’ and philologically related to 
Vedic vis, originally [a] vis, meaning the same thing. In the same manner Greek 
omis denoted a bird and an omen at the same time. But it is the second part of 
the word, i. e. ‘ la* with which we are mainly concerned here. The traditional Indian 
view explains it to be formed out of the root Via = adane with the addition of the 
krt suffix k a; sakuntaihlata, 1 adattd, svikrta, putrlrupena palita va iti sakuntala 
Sakunta4-la +ka-f tap (cf. Panini III.2.3 ato ’ ‘ nupasarge kah* ), the girl who has 
been taken [ care of ] by the birds is Sakuntala . The Mahabebarata narrates the 
circumstances in detail in which the female child of the nymph Menaka and the 
sage Visvamitra was named as such : 

I djfstva sayanam Sakunah samantat paryavarayan/ 

I nemam himsyur vane balam kravyada manisagrddiuah// 
paryaraksanta tam tatra Sakunta menakatmajam / 
upasprastum gataScaham apaSyam Sayitam imam / 
nirjane vipine 9 ranye Sakuntaih parivaritam / / Mbh. Adiparva 66/12,13 

The next sloka is important from the point of view of the etymological 
explanation of the word : 

nirjane ca vane yasmat Sakuntaih pariraksita / 
sakuntaleti namasyah krtam capi tato maya // 66/14 

1. Cf. M. R. Kale’s edition of Abhijnanasakuntalam, p. 1 of Notes. 

2. This sutra falls under the adhikdra of karmani (Cf. III. 2. 1) which shows that 
the first element of this compositum should be in accusative case. Instead of 
‘sakuntaih lata’, therefore, * sakuntan lati—grhndti svaraksartham’ would be a 
better vigraha. Besides, this does away with past parte, la ta which cannot be 
eliminated with the suffix ka. For another grammatically sound explanation cf. 
Apte’s Dictionary : sakuntaih lay ate, ka for ghafi. (ghave ghan, ghaharthe 
ka-vidhanam). 
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The sage Kanva narrates to Dusyanta the life history of Sakuntala and re¬ 
marks that since she was 4 protected by the birds * in a lonely forest he gave her 
this name. It shows that the author of Mahabharata, or more exactly this particular 
portion of the epic approved of the traditional interpretation of the word. In fact, 
it may even be probable, that this incident in the story of Sakuntala has been 
evolved only due to this particular interpretation of her name. 

Kalidas alludes to the same incident from the life of Sakuntala in the 5th Act 
of AbhijnanaSakuntalam in the following manner showing thereby that to him 
also this traditional explanation was acceptable : 

prag antariksagamanat svam apatyajatam 
anyair dvijaih parabhrtah khalu posayanti /V. 22 

(mark the expression 4 anyair dvijaih posayanti 9 ) 

We shall now examina how far this explanation is grammatically valid. If the 
second element of the word sakuntala viz derives itself from the root la, one would 
except the root to be, at least, as old as the word itself. The word is first found in 
Satapatha-Brahmana (XIII 5: 14.13 ) where it is the name of a nymyh (apsaras). 
But it is significant that neither any verbal form nor any derivative of the so called 
root 4 la * is found in Brahmanas or Samhitas barring of course, the single dubious 
case of 4 Ku&ala *, found to be used in ^atapatha-B. In the later treatises on 
SahityaSastra this word is quoted as an example of [ ni ] rudha laksana , i. e. of 
a sabdavyapara) f where the original significance of word is transferred due to 
traditional usage. The etymological meaning of the word is explained as 4 kusan 
lati=adatte, anayati va Hi kusalah the one who is physically in position to bring 
the ku£a grass for sacrificial purpose is kusala, i. e. 4 a person in sound health 9 or 
4 adept 9 since the cutting of the sharp blades of ku£a involves quite a lot of clever 
handling; in any case, an adjective. 

A closer examination shows, however, that the traditional grammatical 
explanation is not philologically sound. The word must originally have been a noun 
(neuter gender) meaning 4 health 9 or 4 happiness * as is evident from the following 
cognate words : O. and M. High German heil = sound, unhurt and O. Islandic 
hugr = happiness. In Sanskrit it has come to be used as an adjective much in the 
same way as papam = sin and papah = sinful, sinner; with the shifting of the 
accent kusablah /: ( Ved ) kusSl&h (classical). But side by side with the adjective 
( kusalah = healthy, happy) we have a word kusalin with evactly the same meaning. 
kuSalin is formed with a suffix 4 ini 9 (in ) which is added only to the nouns in 
the sense of 4 possessing something \ 4 endowed with something ’ ( Panini V. 2. 

115 ). The word would, therefore,mean 4 possessing ku&alam\ 4 endowed with 
kusalam * showing thereby that the original nominal significance of the word 
kusalam has been alive throughout the linguistic history of classical Sanskrit. Had 
4 kusalam 1 been really a compound derivative in adjectival sense containing the 
root 4 la * ( = to take) no further suffixes would have deen required to make it, 
once again, an adjective. 

The existence of the root 4 la 9 modified with the verbal suffix 4 ka * to 4 la ’ 
(masc.) thus seems to be untenable in the most famous and much discussed about 
word like ‘ kusala ! For the word Sakuntala also, we must, therefore, look around 
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for some more acceptable explanation which could interpret the formation and the 
meaning of the word more satisfactorily. 

The clue to the actual siginificance of the element ‘ la f is found in the Astad- 
hyayi V. 3.83 to 86 et passim . In V. 3. 83 Panini prescribes the use of 'la 9 or 
‘ ila * for making shorter forms of personal names for familiar use. The name 
Yajnadatta is thus shortened to Yajnila, Bhanudatta to Bhdnula and Devadatta to 
Devila to fecilitate the calling by near relatives and close friends. What is more 
interesting, all these words have their shorter forms ending in 1 ka 9 also : e. g. 
yjfiika, Bhanuka and Devika 3 

The interchangeability of taddhita suffixes ‘ la * and ‘ ka 9 shows a close 
relationship between the two. The most common use of taddhita *ka * is in 
forming diminutives from the noun, i.e. the suffix when added to a noun denotes 
a smaller or lesser degree of the same object. ( Cf. Panini V.3.85; 86 ‘ alpe \ 
‘ hrasve * tailakam, vrksakah ): balah balakah (small child), Savah > Savakah 
(smaller fawn or cub & c. ). There are, therefore, good reasons to suppose that 
the use of 4 la ' to make diminutives was not confined to personal names only but 
was extended to other form of nouns also. 

Between the two diminutives ‘ ka ’ and ‘ la 9 used in Sanskrit, the diminutive 
‘ la * (IE *los ) seems to be older and have been known to the Proto Indo-European 
language whereas the overgrowth of the forms containing ‘ ka 1 is definitely a 
characteristic development of Sanskrit. We have sufficient traces of /^-diminu¬ 
tive in cognate Indo-European languages 4 . 

IE *los 

= Latin ellos ( m ), ella (f ) 

Cf. umbra (shadow) umbrella (small shadow) adulescens 
adulescentulus (young man) ( boy) liber (book) libella (f. 
small book ) tabula (table) tabella (small table ) 

= Lithuanian li 

didis ( big) didelis 4 (rather big) 

= Old Slavic lu 

orilu (eagle) cf. Greek omis = the same 
= Greek los 

megas> megalos 
cf. Gothic mikilis 4 

In Germanic languages, especially in High German, this diminutive suffix 
has become very productive. In high and literary form of the language it is 
found as ‘ lein e.g. Frau (woman )> Fraalein (young woman, young girl), 
Buck (book) > Buchlein (booklet); in southern German (Allemanisch) as ‘ le *: 
e.g. Bach ( stream ) > Bachle ( small stream ), Puppe ( doll) > Puppele ( small 
doll, also as pet name ‘ dolly *) B*achle & c.; and in Swiss German as ‘ li 9 Fisch > 
Fischli (small fish). 

3. A§tadhyayi V. 3. 78, 79, 83, 84. 

4. These examples are from Wackernagels Altindische Grammatik, II 2 863 § 693 a<x 

The Latin examples are my own. 
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There are some instances of forming shorter personal names with the help 
of this suffix in order Indo-European languages also; cf., for example, Middle and 
New High German, Barbara > Barbel ( ra is deleated, as datta in the case of 
Bhanudatta, to make the name shorter. 

The ancient IE diminutive suffix * 4 los 9 (Sans, lah, lam & la) has been 
ousted in Sanskrit by the far more common and prominent suffix 4 ka 9 to such an 
extent that it has been able to retain itself only in very rare cases. One of the best 
examples of this suffix is Vedic ( Sutra) kanydla , moanning 4 a small girl \ Wack- 
ernagelss ) vainly tries to explain this word through dissimilation out of kany&na. 
In fact, the meaning 4 small 9 girl ’ is corroborated not only by the context but also 
by the parellel forms like 4 kanyaka ’ in Sanskrit. 

An excellent example of the diminutive function of the suffix 4 la * seems 
to be the word under consideration, namely kakuntala which is formed with the 
base s akunta (bird ) The most plausible and acceptable meaning of the word 
sakuntala. therefore, seems to be simply a small bird \ It is not uncommon to find 
pet names and familiar expressions denoting ‘ bird ’ 4 small Bird ' used in addressing 
small girls in Indian languages. 6 ) 

That the word sakuntala means ' small bird * and nothing else is corroborated 
by the parallel form ‘ sakuntika. Since the diminutives 4 la 9 and 4 ka * are interch¬ 
angeable and 4 ka * is much more common, the existence of sakuntika is notodly in 
the fitness of the things but quite expected too. This word is found right from 
Rgveda(I. 191.11) onward. It is used in Mahabharata (Adiparvas), Harivamga 
and in Uttararamacaritam of Bhavabhuti: 

chadmana dadami mrtyave 


sauniko gfhasakuntikSm iva/ 1.45 

44 As somebody would give a small pet bird to a fowler (to be killed by him) 
o am I delivering [ SIta ] to Death deceitfully . 99 

The word sakunta is of masculine gender and mostly denotes big birds 7 . 
Bhavabhuti here requres a feminine aprastuta so that it may serve as an upama to 
SIta. He, therefore, converts iakunta to sakuntka and the diminutive ika expresses 
not only * smallness * but also helpleness, lovableness and delicacy of a pet bird and 
transfers these characteristics by virtue of simile on SIta also. 

Every student of Sanskrit grammar is conversant with the identity of r and 

1 sounds in Sanskrit ( ralayor abhedah ). The r-sound abounds in Rgveda and 

• 

makes way gradully to 1 in the subsequent literarune. In fact, r is so prominent 
in Indo-Iranian group that the original IE 1- sound is almost invariably found as r 
in Avesta and Rgveda. It is, therefore, no wonder that the diminutive suffix 4 la' 
should be 9 found as 4 ra ’ in certain cases. We have the following two nice exam¬ 
ple of this phenomenon: 

5. Altindische Grammatik, Band II 2 p. 363 §231. 

6. Cf. the expression * ciraivd \ or ‘ son-ciraiya * (birdie, golden birdie) and mark 
the diminutive suffix ‘ iya ' a budhiya, nagariyd ) in Hindi (eastern). 

7. Bohtlingk, Kurzes Petersburger Worterbuch, s.v. 

8. Cf. Atfadhyayi, Adhyaya 4 and Padas 3 and 4, et passim . 
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kuti (cottage): kuttra ( a small cottage, cf. Panini V.3.88 ) 

kesa (hair): kesara (tiny hair manes, of a flower, hence also safron); 

the from kesara is later. 

Sometimes the diminutive sense of such suffixes loses its force and suffixes 
( la and ka) seem to have been added without any alteration or modification in the 
base in view, or, to use the Sanskrit terminology ‘ svarthe * - just for its own sake. 
With ka the examples are numerous : sanaih = sanakaih , may a = mayaka, grham 
= grhakam ; la also furnishes some good examples : mavxda = marulala (m), 
yugam = yugalam, kumarah = kumarilah , kokah = kokilah (the last two 
examples can, however, be interpreted as diminutives also). 

One important function of these suffixes, especially of ka develops itself out 
of its use in svartha is to simplify tne form and declension of a comparatively 
difficult noun; take, for example, vyudhoraskah , where ka simply has the function 
of converting the ending * s * (vyudhoras, vydhorah) into a-decelsnion (e.g. devah) 
which is by far the easiest to decline. 

It should be noted that the diminutive suffixes are nothing else in their origin 
but the grammatical elements denoting relationship to something or possession. 
Though ka and la or ra seem to be very versatile suffixes used in number of senses 
with different bases, all these senses or different shades of meaning can be reduced to 
the central idea of ‘ belonging to ’/or * endowed with ’ something. Thus madhura is 
‘endowed with madhu ’ and pamsura (la) ‘endowed with pamsu\ cf. also 
mrdura (la), asura, srtra or sTila ( asltla = without srt ), urmila ( urmiTd ). 
granthila , valkala, damstrala, sarkarala ( used in Venisamhara!) and smasrula . 
The adjective himsra (fierce, killing ) denotes the one who is endowed with the 
characteristics denoted by the root ‘ hims ’ and bhidura with that of ‘ bhid ’. 

The same is the case with ka. A closer examination will show that all its 
variants like aka (i.e. vun, vun, 5vul &c.), ika (i.e. than, thap, thak & c) and 
uka (e. g.ukan & c ) 8 in the words like nay aka, masika, and kamuka etc. bear the 
same central idea throughout. Nagarika is a person belonging to nagara and 
navika a person concerned with nau ( boat); yajaka is the one who is endowed with 
the characreristics denoted by the root yaj t etc. etc. 

This close affinity between the two suffixes ka and la and the remarkable 
identity of their application and usage as well as the equation kanyaka : kanyala 
set against sakuntika r sakuntala prove conclusivesly that sakuntala must be taken 
as meaning sakuntika or ‘ a small, delicate pet bird ', ‘ a birdie ’ used affectionately 
as a familiar personal name for small girls. The explanation of the word as 
‘ s akuntaihlata * or ‘ sakuntan Tati ’ etc. should be discarded as a mere folk etym¬ 
ology born out of ignorence of the function of an extremely rare diminutive suffix 
4 la 9 in Sanskrit. 
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